The issue of a union of the four nations that constitute Britain and the imminent prospect of becoming British assumed an especial urgency for English writers in the 1590s. There had been plans to unite Britain earlier in the century, notably an attempt made during the brief, radical and unstable reign of Edward VI in the wake of the Anglo-Scots peace treaty signed on 10 June 1551.
1 Wales had been annexed to England through the Act of Union of 1536, and Henry VIII had assumed the title of king of Ireland, five years later, in June 1541, so that the English crown had ruled over a multiple kingdom for half a century in the last decade of Elizabeth's reign. 2 Each Act had paved the way for the attempt to spread English law and the administrative and military machines that were designed to make it function to each country. Both nations were to be transformed into obedient and docile territories, loyal to the English monarchy. This did not mean that they necessarily had to become English in every way, but exactly how the differences of Irish and Welsh society were to be accommodated was not an easy or obvious question to answer. Wales was incorporated into England, through the implementation of English law, so that Wales was divided up into shires and was administered by elected Members of Parliament and appointed justices of the Peace, as was England.
3 Wales all too often disappeared as a separate entity. In William Camden's Britannia (1586), the title page makes clear that the work will analyse the ancient customs and habits of the 'Angliae, Scotiae, and Hiberniae', but there is no mention of the 'Cambriae', another people who inhabited ancient Britain. If Wales proved to be almost invisible to contemporaries and later historians of the period, Ireland was all too visible throughout the sixteenth century, providing such stubborn resistance to English attempts to impose law and order that it was a militarised zone for much of the century characterised by war rather than peace. 6 In the 1590s the revolt of Hugh O'Neill, which rapidly developed into the Nine Years War (1594-1603), provided the most serious threat to the English crown that it had experienced since the Wars of the Roses and made the Tudors' boast that they had brought stability after a bloody civil war seem somewhat hollow. 7 The general fear was that the triumph of the Catholic Irish, aided by Spanish and papal forces, would prove decisive in the religious conflict being fought out in Europe, leading to the destruction of Protestantism. 8 It is hardly surprising that Ireland featured more prominently in an English consciousness than Wales did, even less so if one bears in mind the vast numbers of colonists, civil servants and soldiers who had settled there throughout the century, attracted by the chance of careers, land and status unobtainable in England. 9 This group became known as the 'New' English to distinguish them from the 'Old' English who had settled in Ireland in the wake of the Norman invasion of the twelfth century. 10 English identity was transformed and mutated in Ireland in a manner which clearly complicated any pious hope of making Ireland English.
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The unification of Britain -or the British Isles, Ireland's place within the geographical unit being problematic, although the de facto suzerainity of the English crown tended to settle any possible ambiguity -only required the co-operation or acquiesence, whether forced or not, of Scotland. 12 The problem was that British unification was most likely to occur through the assumption of the English throne by the Scottish king, James VI. Whereas Wales and Ireland had been conquered and assimilated by the English crown, the English did not conquer Scotland with military force, as many English kings had attempted to do with mixed success throughout the Middle Ages. Instead, they were forced to grant the English throne to an alien ruler, establishing an importantly different power relationship between Scotland and the rest of Britain.
13
It is hardly surprising that many English writers expressed considerable anxiety at this prospect even though James's keen desire to assume the English throne and so be the first king of Britain was by no means a
